
ED 474 125

AUTHOR

TITLE

INSTITUTION

SPONS AGENCY
REPORT NO
PUB DATE

NOTE

CONTRACT

AVAILABLE FROM

PUB TYPE

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

IDENTIFIERS

ABSTRACT

DOCUMENT RESUME

RC 023 791

DeYoung, Alan J.

The Social Construction of Rural Mathematics: Conjectures,
Contradictions and a Few Hypotheses. Working Paper Series.
Ohio Univ., Athens. Appalachian Collaborative Center for
Learning, Assessment, and Instruction in Mathematics.
National Science Foundation, Arlington, VA.
WP-7

2003-03-00

25p.; Paper presented at the ACCLAIM Research Symposium
(McArthur, OH, November 3-6, 2002).
NSF-0119679
For full text: http://kant.citl.ohiou.edu/ACCLAIM/
rc/rc_sub/pub/3_wp/DeYoung7.pdf.
Information Analyses (070) Opinion Papers (120)
Speeches /Meeting Papers (150)

EDRS Price MF01/PCO2 Plus Postage.

Adolescents; *Educational Attitudes; Educational Sociology;
High School Students; High Schools; Mathematics Education;
*Relevance (Education); Role of Education; *Rural Schools;
School Community Relationship; School Culture; *School Role;
Social Stratification; *Student Attitudes
Appalachia

This paper presents "conjectures" about how rural students
from isolated or economically declining communities may come to understand
and negotiate their academic classroom experiences. In contrast to the
metropolitan culture of America, such students continue to define successful
living in ways that do not assume obtaining college degrees and leaving home.
While educators like to consider high school as a place for preparing
students for real life, students consider school to be real life. Many "low
achievers" actively choose what and how much they will study, based on goals
that may not include academic higher education. These goals may lead fully
able students'to choose vocational courses and programs over academic ones.
Most contemporary high schools have a status system that values courses and
programs leading to college, and the axis of vocational versus pre-college
----'--'- bccomas a primary vehicle fol. sL.L.cificacion. Mathematics teachers
are likely key players. These "conjectures" make explicit the likelihood that
students and teachers are "socially reconstructing" school or mathematics as
they understand and negotiate it. Viewing lack of interest in math as a
character flaw of students, rather than an active appraisal of its utility,
leads to teacher elitism that can interfere with school success. Reducing or
eliminating the stratification of school knowledge is crucial if we are to
transform rural high schools into mass preparatory ones, assuming this is our
proper goal. (Contains 39 references.) (SV)

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the original document.



Appalachian Collaborative Center for Learning, Assessment
and instruction In Mathematics

The Social Construction of Rural Mathematics: Conjectures, Contradictions and a
few Hypotheses

Working Paper No. 7

Alan J. De Young
University of Kentucky
March 2003

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Office of Educational Research and Improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

1/This document has been reproduced as
received from the person or organization
originating it.

Minor changes have been made to
improve reproduction quality.

Points of view or opinions stated in this
document do not necessarily represent
official OERI position or policy.

1

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

ACCLAIM's mission Is the cultivation of Indlacmous lwarim*.kin renpdty far the :s.hs.s!

mathematics In rural places. The project alms to (1) understand the rural context as It pertains to learning
and teaching mathematics, (2) articulate In scholarly works, Including empirical research, the meaning and
utility of that learning and teaching among, for, and by rural people, and (3) Improve the professional
development of mathematics teachers and leaders In and for rural communities.

2

EST COPY AVAILABLE



Copyright © 2003 by the Appalachian Collaborative Center for Learning, Assessment,
and Instruction in Mathematics (ACCLAIM). All rights reserved. The Working Paper
Series Is published at Ohio University, Athens, Ohio by the ACCLAIM Research
Initiative.

OHIO
UNIVERSITY

ACCLAIM Research Initiative
All rights reserved

Address: 210A McCracken Hall
Ohio University
Athens. OH 45701-2979

Office: 740-593-9869
Fax: 740-593-0477

E -mail: howleyceohio.edu
Web: http://accIalm.c.oe.ohlou.edt.t/

Funded by the National Science Foundation as a Center for Learning
and Teaching. ACCLAIM Is a partnership of the University of Tennessee
(Knoxville), University of Kentucky (Lexington). Kentucky Science and
Technology Corporation (Lexington). Marshall University (Huntington,
WV), University of Louisville, and Ohio University (Athens. OH).

This material Is based upon the work supported by the National Science Foundation Under Grant No.
0119679. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



The Social Construction of Rural Mathematics: Conjectures,
Contradictions and a Few Hypotheses

Paper presented at the
ACCLAIM Research Symposium

Ravenwood Castle, McArthur, Ohio

November 3-8, 2002

Alan J. DeYoung
University of Kentucky

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



The Social Construction of Rural Mathematics: Conjectures,
Contradictions and a Few Hypotheses

Alan J. DeYoung
University of Kentucky

In an uncharacteristic opening move for me, I want to offer my conjectures

hypotheses early in this paper, and then follow with some substantiation for their

possibility. Thanks to the sponsors of this conference for allowing me the opportunity to

think out loud here, and for supporting me in some data collection related to the

"conjecture" testing I am just beginning in two Eastern Kentucky High Schools.

I am going to keep calling these conjectures for purposes of this paper because the

sorts of experimental controls one would want to see in formal hypothesis testing are not

part of this discussion, nor will they be aggressively pursued in my planned fieldwork.

Conjecture #1: Although the metropolitan culture of America is a dominating

force, and a force that uses schools to partly teach its ideology, in some more isolated or

economically depressed regions of the country, rural high school students continue to

define successful living in ways that do not assume obtaining college degrees and leaving

home.

Conjecture #2: Educators like to consider the high school as a place for preparing

students for real life. The curriculum is where we put much of our effort. We make the

mistAke, thmigh, fferulfi,oing cts.nctrzcticrz (clinic-alai) life he social and

personal lives of students. As John Dewey argued, the schools are understood by students



not as preparation for (later) life, but as real life. Today. Most do not as easily

understand it as only a preparatory location as teachers and professors do (Dewey, 1897).

Conjecture #3: Although many teachers and state education officials will explain

lack of academic achievement in some rural schools as indicative of poor student

attitudes or abilities, some, even many, so-called "low achievers" actively choose what

they will study and how much they will study because their future goals may not include

academic higher education (see Conjectures #1 & #2).

Conjecture #4: Many fully able high school students faced with academic choices

in high school will actively choose vocational courses and programs over academic ones

because of their future aspirations and plans.

Conjecture #5: There is a status system in most contemporary high schools that

today values courses and programs leading to college. Consequently, teachers who are

the, advocates and gatekeepers for these programs are ,known and respected -.even feared

by both other teachers and students. Math teachers are likely key players in these

distinctions.

Conjecture #6: Since there is great talk about wanting to make rural high schools

as "successful" as suburban ones these days, those who wish to create interest and desire

among the larger student body will have to acknowledge that not choosing higher

academic school offerings is rational for some students. Any high school that truly wants

to induce all students to attempt and complete higher academic coursework will have to

create ways of making such chciccs pcssiblz, and dezirable and Wlll have co

reduce the status differentials between vocational, general and college track students and

teachers.



Misunderstanding the American Educational Past

Most educators today would have us believe that American education is a context

primarily for creating academic achievement and therefore for enabling upward social

and economic mobility. Often they moan, however, that many high school students are

"unmotivated" to achieve and waste enormous amounts of time in school and at home

"not studying" (e.g., Steinberg, 1996; Ravitch, 1995). But these are fairly recent

understandings of the role of schooling: they seem to assume as fact that young people

are genetically created for twelve years of formal education, and have little else to do but

to study. It thus blames the victim, as if adolescence and powerful peer groups were

created by young people themselves, and young men and women are happy undergoing

extended periods of dependency, awaiting a distant permission to enter a socially

constructed adulthood.

In point of fact, high academic achievement was rarely the norm in American

education or our rural schools for most of our history. So too is any understanding that

the purpose of schools has been and remains to liberate the individual from the local

community in search of upward mobility. American rural schools are actually not unique

in these matters, but certainly the idea that their primary function was or is academic is

inaccurate. In short, the way in which rural young people have usually understood the

schools' academic promise remains problematic, at least in the view of many

contemporary educators.

one aim of this un""44-g r,-...per if. to zxpl3ro z.: i-Lori-acau funciions

of rural schools in America, and to articulate a view that gives many young people

"agency" in their efforts to negotiate early adulthood. This "constructed" early adulthood



has historically only partly involved school academic achievement, and this likely

remains true today in particular types of rural high schools. I conclude with further

consideration of the just-presented working hypotheses on how many rural students from

isolated or economically declining communities may come to understand and negotiate

their academic classroom experiences. These negotiations may help today's rural

educators understand how to more effectively fashion school experiences foryoung

people.

More History

More extensive discussions of the historical changes in American attitude toward

educational purpose can be found elsewhere (e.g., DeYoung, 1995; DeYoung and

Lawrence, 1995; Perkinson, 1995). I do need, however, to very briefly sketch some

historical interpretations relating schools to their communities. I will then relate those

interpretations to how students understood, and some still may understand, the school and

the meaning of school. My argument is that both the definition of "school" in the US,

and expectations of how students should view and use the school, have changed greatly

during this century. Later in this essay I argue that understanding schools and high

schools should not only focus upon the content of the school curriculum. It also must

consider the social stratification of knowledge in America and the politics of the

curriculum

The basic argument goes like this: rural schools during the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries were typically the primary social and community site to be found on

the frontier or back in the country. They did have modest instructional responsibilities,

but they were supported and loved as much for their symbolic and moral meanings to the



community as they were for high curricular standards. Residents of many communities

could proudly talk about "our school" and its band and football team. They could talk

about the fine Christian qualities of teachers and school administrators and how their

influences would only be positive for the moral character of children and young people.

Fewer, though, could likely explain the math or science curriculum or even the courses

available in the building.

American schools from their early beginnings were designed first for character

training and for very basic instructional skills: reading, addition, subtraction, and so on

(Cremin, 1961; Perkinson, 1995). A primary school function was to "Americanize"

children by teaching national history and culture. Only a very few students were expected

or could use the rural school or the inner city one to go the university. Once formal

linkages from the town or rural school to the outside world emerged during the mid-

twentieth century, the linkage was primarily to work through vocational and commercial

education programs, not college preparation and advanced academic instruction.

Until recently, therefore, young people in their late teens were only rarely

considered "students" in most rural American communities. The student role was mostly

reserved for those who wanted or could be supported to go to college. In our part of the

world, Appalachia, eight years of education was pretty typical; more especially for boys

was sometimes looked down on as just plain useless. Young men and women in their

late teens were often more interested in work and love and life, not in book-learning.

Tn metrnnnlitan aryl then subur1.-1 AA,rcrica, 1;,;u5 expecialious of more

schooling, and the consequent prolonging of entry into adult statuses, outpaced these

developments in many rural communities. During the twentieth century, America



rapidly moved from a rural nation to a metropolitan one, and urban schools began to

drive national education reform (Tyack, 1974). What a school was all about, beyond the

yearly plays and athletic contests, grew in importance as state and national academic

pressures began to grow. Students were also exhorted to understand that better

occupational opportunities demanded more and higher educational achievement. This

was certainly true in some cities; and partly true in some villages. In places where

employers turned to schools for workers, or where college presidents heavily recruited

local high school students, greater academic achievement likely occurred.

Rural schools (like some city neighborhood schools), still had local orientations

and not only national ones, even into the current era. Schools were seen as part of the

community, rather than as places to propel one out of the local community. Theywere

seen primarily as sites for the perpetuation of local culture, not as sites for developing

human capital for national (or now, global) development interests (Peshkin, 1971; Fuller,

1982). And both rural and city educators were involved in discussions and received

professional development related to how their instructional efforts could and should be

dedicated to local and community matters in addition to or instead of national ones

(Perkinson, 1995).

Some Sociology

The growth and transformation of formal schooling was and is, of course, a

primary focus of many sociologists. Their work invariably concerns itself with

linch-rgfAn,un,g nr E;tuating perscna biographies where they itteei history or social

structure (Mills, 1956). At the level of community, the interest is in how local

institutions like the school are created or refashioned as functions of changing

if3EST COPY AVAILABLE



demography and economy. One observation has been that the very understandings of

childhood, youth and adulthood are themselves constructions emanating from changed

demography and economy (Hollingshead, 1949). Changes in local economies and

demography redefine debate and policy about what people should know and be able to do

in the emerging society.

Tonnies wrote about "gemeinschaft" versus "gesellschaft;" Durkheim about

"mechanical" versus "organic" solidarity; Inkeles about tradition versus "modernity;" etc.

(Coser, 1971; Inkeles and Smith, 1974). For all of them and many others, the transition

from rural, small, and intimate particularistic communities to something larger involves

not only learning new and different skills, but also new and different ways of relating to

others, and changing common understandings about legitimate and appropriate

interaction patterns (norms). Their concern is often how individuals respondor are

socialized or re-socialized to accommodate their worldviews, expectations, and behaviors

to social change (Parsons, 1959; Dreeben, 1968). Important for purposes of this essay is

the observation that schools and formal schooling have rarely been central for the masses

in rural communities in Western history.

Just as what the school teaches is altered by social change, so too is the

interpretation of youth and adulthood that educators come to work with. The classic

sociological work on the social construction of adolescence was that of James Coleman

(1961). Although many like to cite his concerns with the "adolescent subculture" as the

reason etniiento of tc:Any distractdc. e academic achievement, they fall to remember

that he and his colleagues argued for less, rather than more, classroom curricular time as

one way to improve learning outcomes. As have generations of previous educators,



Coleman and others have often urged integrating young people back into their

communities rather than increasing classroom instruction time as a way to better public

education (Coleman et. al., 1974; Kilpatrick, 1918 ; Dewey, 1900).

In any event, American communities and notions of community in rural America

have changed dramatically during the past 100 years. The industrial and information

economies have had much to do with these re-definitions. And the "community" school

has been forced to adapt and change as rural communities have changed, stagnated or

been redefined by the larger social transformations. Educational movements and reforms

designed to help students adjust and adapt to their local places gave way during this

period to movements for increased academic concentrations and to aspirations and

expectations for higher education. Henry Perkinson (and others) argue that localism

regarding public education was increasingly abandoned as the norm by the 1960s and

1970s ( Perkinson, 1995).. The civil rights movement and aspirations for upward social

mobility increasingly focused on educational opportunity and opportunity, viewed not

as an opportunity to receive vocational education to stay close to home, but as

opportunity to obtain higher academic training that would enable the successfully

educated to pursue careers in communities other than those in which they were born.

For our purposes, this has meant that the role of "student" has had to be refined, a

process still underway. Martin Trow argued that using schools to increase technical and

professional skills has caused them to no longer be "mass terminal" institutions but "mass

preparatory" P.y 1950, iiatiunauy, moie siutienis were using high schools as

preparation for further education than were using them for vocational preparation to stay

in their local towns and cities (1961).



But the national movement to redefine high schools as human capital breeding

grounds for the national economy does not mean that all rural communities have easily

accepted the dynamics of this transition. Many rural communities still resist the idea that

their schools are primarily sites for teaching academic skills to students who will leave

with them for elsewhere. There are still rural communities where the Saturday night ball

game, the winning season, or a well-behaved student body are good indicators of a good

school, even if SAT scores are not the highest in the state.

At the same time, some rural high school students still resist the idea that they

are to gain academic skills to leave home and their local economy to pursue college and

jobs elsewhere in the country (see Conjectures #1, #2 and #3). These motivations that

run contrary to the "norm" that is, contrary to what education departments and teachers

now demand are what this paper is mostly about. The truth is, I believe, many rural

high school students would just as soon stay close to home and work for lower pay rather

than go off to college and not return. They thus yet resist the current, conventional

wisdom Trow suggested a generation ago: that high schools need to be mass preparatory

institutions. And this resistance is rational, not due some inability.

Social Class and The School

Although community is a dominant theme of this paper, so too is social

stratification (see Conjectures #4 & #5). I would be greatly remiss to argue that rural

community schools were or are bastions of benevolence in a storm of indifference. It is

just as trus in =1 placcs au iii metaipviiian °nos ioday that schools are enmeshed in the

process of social stratification. Researchers examining the social stratification of the

school and community consistently find that formal schooling systematically reproduces



the American social class structure (Oakes, 1985; Spring, 1976). Rural American high

schools, too, are not always benign community sites with happy youngsters blissfully and

equally participating in science labs and merrily manipulating their graphing calculators.

Elites in the towns as in the cities have often used rural high schools as avenues to

colleges and universities to partly solidify their community class positions.

In the nineteenth century, the few clerical or accounting jobs locally available

could only be accessed via formal secondary schooling, which itself was only accessible

to those living in towns rather than out in the country. The same pattern held true in the

early twentieth century: the better jobs were as often as not accessible only through

vocational or agricultural programs that most youngsters could not afford to attend

because they were needed at home. By mid-century, the axis of vocational versus pre-

college curricula had become a primary vehicle for stratification. In point of fact, one of

the major sociological works on social stratification in high school was done in rural

America by Hollingshead (1949) in Elmtown's Youth. One fascinating observation his

team of researchers recorded at the Elmtown high school was a major contest for

legitimacy between the academic and vocational teachers, a contest that is mostly lost by

vocational educators these days (see Conjecture # 4). Note how the language here (from

1949) also approximates what we hear about students in our high schools today, as well

as the reversal of fortune between the teaching groups:

Because the academic teachers believe that college preparatory students have

more ability, are more interested, and do better work than those in the

general course, they prefer to teach the former group. Although these

contentions may be true, more probably teachers of the college preparatory



group satisfy their desire to see the students reflect the academic values they

hold. These teachers look upon students in the general course as persons

who have nothing better to do with their time, are mediocre in ability, lack

motivation and interest. Students in the commercial courses are believed to

be lower in ability than those in the general course. ... (meanwhile), the

vocational teachers differ from the academic teachers in their estimates of

student ability, as they do in most things relative to the school. (T)hey

believe that students specializing in their courses are as bright as the rest of

the lot These divergent beliefs between the two groups are in part a defense

of their own interests and in part a result of the thinly veiled animosity that

prevails between the academic and the vocational teachers. Each teacher in

the vocational subjects agriculture, home economics, shop, band, and

secretarial science has an especially equipped room. Teachers in the

traditional subjects English, algebra, geometry, Latin, French, chemistry,

physics, and history believe that too much money is spent out of the

limited school budget to equip these rooms. ... Salary differences between

the two groups is another potent source of friction, since the highest salaries

are paid to the vocational and the lowest to the academic teachers. The

cleavage between the academic and non-academic interests enter into every

aspect of school life curriculum, grades, student government, athletics, and

:Alquee in which :Ale par CiCiptiies (pp. i 7 i - i 72).

Since Hollingshead's day, the school curriculum, both metropolitan and rural, has

increasingly become stratified between the general curriculum and the college track



curriculum. Those who master the college preparation curriculum will be more

"successful" in terms of attending college and leaving the community; those who do not

will like have lesser future educational and occupational opportunities. Unfortunately for

those interested in equalizing school opportunities, the causes of the stratification of

knowledge in the high school are often laid exactly at the feet of the "high status"

subjects and their teachers. Mathematics is one such area (Oakes, 1985; deMarrais and

Le Compte, 1995). Without further discussion here, my Conjecture #5 is focused on this

matter.

Rural Communities And Rural Schools: Typologies

Americans are primarily metropolitan now, and most rural communities either lie

within SMSAs or identify as much with them as with our rural past. By now, in most

places, the household economy has given way to the industrial economy, and impersonal

institutions have superseded more personal ones. Schools have been part of this

transition, and have generally become less personal and more impersonal. They have

moved away from community control (for good or bad) and increasingly became

instruments of state and national industries and governments.

At the same time, there are quite likely some number of rural counties,

communities, and schools that remain more "traditional," with more localist orientations

and practices than others, depending upon distances from metro America, economic

trends and demography. Unfortunately, rural as a meaningful definition has some

problems (Bozak and Perlman, 1982). The US Census Bureau as recently as the 1990s

had no "rural" category, terming locales as either metro or "non-metro." The bureau

claimed there were 2,443 non-metro counties in America, and used eight categories to

16



describe them. Three of the bottom categories according to statistics were over-

represented in Appalachia and the South: 242 "persistent poverty" counties, 200 counties

dependent upon mining economies, and 512 where primary household incomes were

based upon retirement income. But in some ways the above categories remain unhelpful

at the level of community. "Non-metro" is not a very useable characteristic even for

county data, and school communities are usually not congruous with counties in the US

anyway.

The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) divides rural Appalachia into

depressed and non-depressed communities; communities with lower population densities

and located farther from regional growth centers generally display poorer economic

indicators. Gjelten (1982) offers an alternative typology consisting of five rural

community types: rural communities on the immediate fringe of urban areas; those

located farther out, but still within.commuting distance to metro work places and thus

partly composed of city out-migrants who commute to work; stable (usually farm related)

rural communities; those previously dominated by extractive industries (logging and

mining) now in decline; and finally, isolated communities far removed from

transportation corridors. By whatever system they are categorized, many of our

Appalachian communities remain depressed, in persistent poverty, or isolated or all

three.

Appalachian "otherness," though, is not a theme of this work. Much of the

writing ea the region iiiiributes its rural poverty to the medical and personal

characteristics of people here, rather than to the uneven or exploitive nature of its

extractive economy (Eller, 1982; Whisnant, 1980). When "Appalachia" gets used in a



construction of regional issues, often "Appalachians" are stereotyped as backward people

deficient in motivation and intelligence; students in Appalachian schools are often

painted with the same brush (Billings et. al., 2001).

An alternative interpretation is that rural Appalachians have dealt with and

continue to do so, admirably an extractive economy that first created exploitive, low-

paying and low-skill jobs, then eroded them through decades of mechanization. Many

young people in the mountains were first forced to take difficult and low-skill jobs in

mines and in timber and oil extraction, then found these jobs hard to get. At the same

time, attachments to family and kin and place the traditional pulls on rural peoples led

many young people to keep seeking any and all local employment to stay close to home

while many others did in fact look outside to work and to high schools to help them

leave.

Constructivist Views on Schooling

Constructivist views on schooling dynamics attribute much more agency to

students and teachers than competing psychological or sociological constructs (Woods,

1983; Atkinson, 1990). This theoretical view would also appear useful in linking the

aforementioned historical explanations of attachment to place to a set of hypotheses or

conjectures linking the way young people in different social contexts currently

understand schools and teachers. The six Conjectures that began this essay are an

attempt using such a "social constructivist" perspective to frame possible

interpretations of classrooms and schools made within rural high schools today.

Positivist sociology and psychology in essence argue that the forces that influence

or control human behavior need not be fully understood, only explainable and



predictable. Social or psychological facts or variables that might be related to observed

outcomes need to be found and measured, then used to explain the behavior of

individuals who may not even comprehend the meaning of their own actions (See Bredo

and Feinberg, 1982). Under the designation of socialization, much work on teaching and

learning behaviors has been studied as if previous leamings and reinforcement or

sanctions explained current student or teaching endeavors. Inadequate teachers must

have learned their behavior from poor role models or insufficient teacher education

programs; low achieving students were distracted by peers, had no useful role models at

home or in the community, or lacked intelligence.

Constructivist (or " interpretivist") models and theories argue instead that every

teaching and learning encounter is a new experience and is partly independent from

previous situations. The data for constructivist research must in essence come from those

whose behavior is under study, for the cause of behavior is how those persons under

study understand and negotiate their contexts. People are always "meaning makers"

under this view, and not usually under the control of forces they do not or cannot

understand. As an example here, "underachieving" students can only be a suitable

category for a positivist researcher (or educational administrator) who has some external

criteria of "achievement." The constructivist position is rather that most individuals are

always trying to "achieve" something, but they are the ones who define achievement,

since they are the ones trying to live a life under construction. The key for interpretivist

icsrateners is CO understand how the research subjects define situations

and act, rather than using external categories and variables to create the research

problem.



For purposes of this essay, consider Peter Wood's explanation of how the school

might be understood or interpreted by individuals in his introduction to the sociology of

education. This citation can quite easily be fashioned to investigate how rural high

school students of yesterday, and even today, interpret the school:

At the heart of symbolic interactionism is the notion of people as

constructors of their own actions and meanings. People live in a physical

world, but the objects in that world have a "meaning" for them. They are

not always the same objects for the same people, nor are situations

interpreted in the same way. To some, school is a joyful and liberating

arena, to others it may appear dull and restrictive, and be compared to

prison or an army barracks. To the same person, a piece of chalk might be

a writing implement on one occasion, a missile on another. In other words

they are symbols they indicate to a person certain meanings which are

dependent on them for their construction (1983, p.1)

For most of American students, even rural students, the social transition of the

US has partly involved their internalization that "school is a place to use for a good job

and to move." I am arguing, however, that some rural students still do consider options

for schooling that do not involve college and leaving home. They may not interpret

schooling, particularly academic schooling, as important. They likely can distinguish the

advocatc.:,-; of acaklmic math from those less committed to math for its own sake

(e.g., vocational math teachers), and may thus avoid or deprecate the more "academic"

math teachers. At the same time, many academic teachers, including math teachers,



adhere to the belief that their subject is very interesting, important for the future lives of

all young people, and that those who do not agree and are not interested in their teachings

(i.e., more "academic" versions of the curriculum) are academically deficient or strange

("the other"). The six conjectures focus upon these competing views: they make explicit

the likelihood that students and teachers are "socially reconstructing" mathematics as

they understand and negotiate it, and each other.

Of course the stakes remain high for everyone. Since more math is likely

important for everyone's future, students may yet need to come to view it as such, if they

do not already. At the same time, however, assuming that lack of interest in math is a

character flaw of students, rather than an active appraisal of how they understand its

utility (or meaning), leads to an elitism among teachers that can interfere with schools'

success. In an era when schools are explicitly measured for their success, such

assumptions will be curiously self-defeating.

Martin Trow. (1961) actually predicted the importance of these matters almost

forty years ago. He suggested that un-stratifying the high school was a major mission of

public education policy for the future, at which we keep arriving. Put another way, we

are at the point where reducing or eliminating the stratification of school knowledge is

crucial if we are to continue to transform rural high schools into mass preparatory ones,

assuming this is our proper goal. Recognizing that healthy rural communities may or

may not benefit from our efforts seems actually another matter. I would argue for

reconsidering the n-.:--.z..raing and ftinctivii of schooling at the community and

organizational level. Even if curricular improvement is the only game in town, however,

we still need to deal with Trow's concern:



Secondary education in the United States began as an elite preparatory

system; during its great years of growth it became a mass terminal system;

and it is now having to make a second painful transition on its way to

becoming a mass preparatory system. But this transition is a good deal

more difficult than the first, because while the first involved the creation

of the necessary institutions, the second is requiring the transformation of

a huge existing institutional complex. It is almost always easier to create

new institutions to perform a new function than it is to transform existing

institutions to meet new functions.

BEST COPY AVAILABLIF,



References

Atkinson, P. (1990). The Ethnographic Imagination: Textual Constructions of Reality.
London: Routledge,

Bosak, J., and Perlman, B. (1982) A review of the definition of rural. Journal of Rural
Community Psychology; v3 n1 p3-34 1982

Billings, D., et. al. (2001) Back Talk from Appalachia ; Confronting Stereotypes
Lexington KY: University Press of Kentucky.

Bredo, E. and Feinberg, W. (1982). Knowledge and Values in Social and Educational
Research. Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press.

Cicourel, A and Kitsuse, J. (1963). The Educational Decision Makers. Indianapolis, IN:
Bobbs-Merrill Co.

Coleman, James (1961). The Adolescent Society. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press.

Coleman, J., et. al. (1974). Youth: Transition to Adulthood. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press.

Conant, James (1959). The American High School Today. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Coser, L. (1971). Masters of Sociological Thought. New York: Harcourt Brace
Janovich, inc.

Cremin, L. (1961) The Transformation of the School. New York: Vintage Books.

Cubberley, E. (1914). Rural Life and Education: A Study of the Rural School Problem as
a Phase of the Rural Life Problem.. New York: Houghton Mifflin.

DeYoung, A.J. (1995). The Life and Death of a Rural American High School. New
York: Garland Publishers.

DeYoung, A.J. and Lawrence, B. (1995). On Hoosiers, Yankees and mountaineers. Phi
Delta Kappan. 77(2): 104-112.

DeMarrais, K. and LeCompte, M. (1995). The Way Schools Work. NewYork; Longman,

Dewey, John (1900). The School and Society. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press: pp. 26-
29.

Dewey, J. (1897). My Pedagogic Creed. E.L. Kellog and Co. Publishers.

1 ST Copy MILABLE



Dreeben, R. (1968). On What is Learned in School. Boston MA: Addison-Wesley.

Durkheim, Emile The Division of Labor in Society (1933). Toronto, Canada: Collier-
Macmillan.

Eller, R. (1982). Miners. Millhands and Mountaineers. Knoxville, TN: University of
Tennessee Press.

Fuller, Wayne (1982). The Old Country School. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press.

Kliebard, Herbert (1986). The Struggle for the American Curriculum 1893-1958.
Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Kilpatrick, W.H. (1918). The project method. Teachers College Record: 19. 319-35.

Gjelton, Tom (1982) a Typology of Rural School Settings. Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Education.

Haas, T. and Nachtigal, P. (1998). Place Value. Charleston, WV: Appalachia
Educational Laboratory.

Hollingshead, August (1949). Elmtown'4 Ypyt. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Inkeles, A. and Smith, D. (1974). Becoming Modem. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping Track: How Schools Structure Inequality. New Haven: Yale
University.

Mills. C.W. (1956). The Sociological Imagination. New York: Oxford Univ. Press.

Parsons, T. (1959). The school class as a social system: Some of its functions in
American society. Harvard Educational Review. 29. 297-313.

Perkinson, Henry (1995). The Imperfect Panacea (46 ed.) New York: McGraw-Hill.

Peshkin, Alan. (1978) Growing Up American: Schooling and the Survival of
Community. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

r Deleted:

Ravitch, D. (1995). National Standards in American Education: A Citizen'. Guide. 4-Deleted:

Spring, J. (1976). The Sorting Machine: National Education Policy since 1945. New
York: David McKay Company.

REST Copy AVAIVABLE

24



Steinberg, L. (1996). Beyond the Classroom: Whv School Reform has Failed. New
York: Touchstone.

Theobald, P. (1997). Teaching the Commons. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Trow, Martin (1961). The second transformation of American secondary education.
International Journal of Comparative Sociology. 2: 144-165.

Tyack, David (1974). The One Best System. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Whisnant, D. (1980). Modernizing the Mountaineer. Boone, NC: Appalachian
Consortium Press.

Woods, P. (1983). Sociology and the School: An Interactionist Viewpoint. London:
Rout ledge and Kegan Paul.



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

NOTICE

Reproduction Basis

E
Edualical Brom Woman Cm

This document is covered by a signed "Reproduction Release (Blanket)"
form (on file within the ERIC system), encompassing all or classes of
documents from its source organization and, therefore, does not require a
"Specific Document" Release form.

This document is Federally-funded, or carries its own permission to
reproduce, or is otherwise in the public domain and, therefore, may be
reproduced by ERIC without a signed Reproduction Release form (either
"Specific Document" or "Blanket").

EFF-089 (1/2003)


